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Self-Referent Decision Making: A Multidimensianal Reprééentation* '

~

. 8
Steven J. Breckler and Anthony R, Hatkg\is . “u

R

_y Ohio State University . .
'.;',A. . o i /”_ . * ‘ )
‘Sutrjectg rapidly selected which ef: two traits better or '
+ . leastldescrited'self, Mitidinensional scalirg was used =
to locate persons and- traits .in the same space. S
“Batter" judawents were faster with ircreasir closeness . Y

to self of selected trajts while "least" jidamerts were LN
. faster with incneasing closeness to self of ronselected - |

/ traits, g oy Lo . '
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Recent studies of self-referent cognition have demdnstrated that ‘people process .
information abdwt themselves.more effidently than other kinds of_information. .Far
example, Markus (1977) demonstrated that people make: faster "me" juagfnents for traits=~fhat
are central to their self-concept than for more perlipheiﬂ\traits. Rogers, Rogers, and ' ¢
Kirker (1977) have shown that people exhibit better memory for adjef:tives previously
judged “in relation to the self than for similar itéms judged in other contexts, The
pattern of fast judgment latencies and enhanced memory for selF-r'elerv?ant infqrmation
provides converging evidence for the existence of an organpization of knowledge that can be .
identified with'the self (Greehwald & Pratkanis, in press) v :

4 . Y ! \ : .

Figure 1 represents a prototype version of self-referent cognition models, (It is
derived from the models of Bower and ‘Gilligan (19793, Markus [1977], and Rogers, Rogers,
and Kirker [1977)), The self is considered”to be a central, well-differentiated
structure in memary (Greenwald, '1981‘; Greenwald §& Pratkanis, in pressh It‘ is associated
with (or linked to) a number of other concepts, in this case traits, Some traits are
located close to the self (i.e., they are connected via short pathways), while others are .
located at a greater distanced Distance in this model is meant to represent each trait’s -
degree of assodiation with, or centrality to, the self-cancept, - This model accounts for
judgment latency effects; shorter pathways presumably take less time to traverse,leading
to faster "me" judgments for those traits, The model also accounts for memory effects; the
'selff-act‘? as a central concept (or mnemonic peg) in memory, and therefore fadlitates the
search and retrieval pmces;:_;. for traits located closest to it. : ‘ ;

While specifying the relationship between one’s self and self-relevant informatﬁ:m -
(e.gs, traits), these models are limited in that they fail to consider the cognitive
representation of the traits themselves, . The traits in the Figure, for example, form an

integrated structure. That is, moving EFrém left to right, the traitz vary from
. TN : 7
3 . ‘ ) - N '
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unfavorable to éavorable, and moviné from the upper-left to the lower-right, .they véry
- from paseive to acti\(e. T ) . .. -

Altl:qugh curl('ent models of the self have ignored such issues}r’g,search on implicit
personility theory has.examined perceived trait structure, although in a morg general
sense (cf, Schneider, 1972), Using multidimensional scaling (Kruskal & Wish, 197%),
spatial‘ representations oT perceived trait interrelationships can be obtained like the one
presented in the Figure (e.g., Rosenberg, Nelsony & Vivekananthan, 19637, It should be
noted that the multidimensiopal trait space is derived from subject’s own judgments of
trait similarity rather than on the investigator’s theory of trait interrelationships.

Recently, we have developed a technique for locating the self within a spatial

_ reprecentatjon of traits, allowing 0s to derive a representation of the self similar to
the one illustrated in Figure 1 (Breckler & Greenwald, 1927), It includé% the
representation of trait information like that derived in studies af implicit personality
theory, while at the same time specifies a location for the self in such a way that the
distance betweenra given trait and the self is some function cf that trait’s centrality to

© the,self-concept. - ) P o\ L { N

.- . [3 LN . ¢ .

Once the spatial representation of traits is obtained, the logation of self can he
related to other dimensions of individual variability, JIf, for'examfle, we assume that
one dimension of trait variability will‘ge an evaluative ohe, then subjects whao rate the
very favorable traits as most self-descriptive will be located closest to those traits.
In comparison, supjects who rate the unfavorable t'{ait_s ds most self-descriptive will te
‘located closest to thase traits. As a dimension of individual différences, variability of

? subject location on this:fdimension corresponds to self-estgem. '

[}

P

'Tgraugh the l'ocati‘cm of self in the trait space we shoulé'also account for cognitive ¢
procgssing effects. We should expect, for example, better recall for traits that are
located closest to selfi™ Also, judgment latencies associated with self-relevant trait
judgments. should: be some function of their (Euclidean) distance from self, Unlike pagt
studies, however,.an objective measure {or each trait’s distance from self is obtained.
+This affords a measure of precision missing in most current models. -

. In a previous study using this techrique (Breckler, Pratkanis & McCann, 1923), we
found that subject location in multidfmensional trait space was correlated with both self-
esteem ard deprkssion, In that same study subjects also ‘'showed better Awmory for traits
located closer to the self, . ¢ R - ’

5 ¢ [
[} . 3 .
The prasent stud;/ was designed to%elate another cognitive processing variable --
self-relevant judgment latencies —- to the location of sekf in multidimensional trait”
“cpace. The wcwerriding objective in this second study was to examine cognitive proce:ses
that maximally implicated the presumed cognitive representation of triits, the self, and °
‘the interrelationship between 'the traitg and self, " - _ s
In this study, subjects.were shown pairs of traits, and asked to choose; as rapidly
as possible, which trait in the pair better described them. In a second ' condition
subjects were instructed to choose the trait in each pair that least described them.
. Three distances involving the interrelationships among traits and self canbe identifjead:
i) the :istance geparating the two tra'\t's,a ii) the distdhde separating self and .the
selected trait, and iii) the distance separating self and the nonselectety’rait. ’ '

~ Utilizing a similar procedure, Rogers, Kuipe?. and Rogers (1979Y f6und that choice
\'udgmer\t latencies were faster when the Fraits within a pair were very far apart in terms -
df self-relevance than when they were very cl/ose‘to ~ her (.e., a symbclic distance

Q A | o T 4 o -
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effect), A second result,.namely a ftailure to obtain a‘congruity effect, és interpreted
by Rogers et al. to indicate that the self acts as a fixed point of internal reference in '

, self-relevant decision making. While Rogers, Kuiper, and Rogers-did not specify a precise,
lokation for that fixed reference point, 1t was assumed to bg semewhere near the: high .
‘sel'F—?esci'ipfiveness end bf a (unidimensional) self-relevance continudm.

s .

. Locating the sel)u’ﬂ in multidimensional trait space should proyide a method for
precisely specifying the:fixed point of reference to which Rogers,§ Kuiper, and Rogers
_(‘}979_) alluded.. Confirmation <can be obtained by observing a pakticular pattern of '
judgment latencies assodiated with selectingtie most or least self-descriptive trait’
- within a'pair. The time required to make a comparison between self amd g trait is assumed,
to be some increasing function of that trait’'s distange from self. Furthermore, since the
reference point li.e., seif) is assumed to be located closest to the most self-descriptive
traits, the time taken to make pdir.comparison judgments should be most~strongly
influenced- by those traits. When subjects are instructed to select the most self-
desgriptive trait within a pair, judgments should be faster when the selected trait is
located closer to self, A different pattern of judgmen®latencies should be observed,
however, when subjetts are instructed to selact the least c&lf-descriptive trait. _Here,
pitis the nonselected trait that is located closest to self. Therefore, judgments should
be -faster when the nonselected (but still more selF~t@gs?:riptive)-{rait is locatef closer’
.to self. ' : - ., @ . oo
. . : ) » . S ( B e -\"‘/ \ :
Method . , . + Lo e \
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A computer-controlled procedure was used for this'expev ment, In the first phase,
subjects were presented trag’ilp'airs. Half of the subjects were instructdd to rapidly
select .the trait within each pair that better desctibed self, while the other half were
» instructed to select the trait that least described self. A set of 10 traits created a-
‘total of 45 trait pairs, Judgment latencies were automatically vecorded, The order of\
trait pai}"s was randomized separately for. each subject, as was the position of t({g\t; on
- the screen. (left versus righth, Inthe'second phace of the-experiment, subjects\rated '
~similarity Fﬁ? the 45 trait pairs. Agajn, the présentation of trgit pairs and scyeen
position (léFt(rigﬁt') was randomized ceparately for each subject, and independenﬁy of the
X . i . ) o . >
ordering for. traits during.the first phase.® The similarity judgments were made on a, &- |
point scale (from 1 =tvery similar to S = very dissimilar). During the final phase of the
. experiment, - subjpcts rated edch atrait for self-descriptivenesg and for other-
descriptiveness (on 101-point scales, from 0 = not at all déscriptive to y,‘ufl w« completely
descriptive). The judgment task (selectiﬁg the most versus least self-descriptive trait .
‘within each pair) was abetween subjects manipulation, Sirty subjeCts (20 in each
condition) participated’ for course credit. ' i )
. The 5AS ALSCAL procedure B8y, Goodnight, & Sall, 1977 Yyung & Lweyckyj,-1979) was
_used to derive a two-dimensional replicated multidimensional scaling solygion. External
multidimensional unfoldipg (Coombs, "1950; Bennett & Hays, <1741 was then used to locate
individuals in the trait %ace. In this application of unfoldipgs subjects are placed in
the trait space;g.o they are closest to self-descriptive traits and furthest F$6m non-self-
d,escri'ptiv'e trdits, - S

r

T

Results aDQ)Discu'ésﬁnn_ e

-~  Figure 2 shows trhé .t:wdfdimeriéional scaling'solution for suobjects selecting the most
self-descriptive trait,: The! solution for cubidcts selecting the last self-descriptive
trait was nearly identical. -The traits vary horizontally from bad at'the left ‘
(inconsiderate, cold, immatire) to good at the right (lQ\/ing, happy, .interesting). , .
Vertically, they vary from.intellectually good at the top (intelligent, intéres\tin‘g) to
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‘intellectually bad at the bottom (narraw-minded, immaturel .

To firther aii‘ in the interpretation of these configyrations, *rait cofrdinates.were |
subjected to a dlustering analysis, “Fof subjects-selecting the most self-descriptive o
trait, Gluster I contained the intellectually favorable traits tintelligent and
interesting), cluster II confained the socially favcrable traits (loving; -happy, good- '
natureg), cluster III contained the intellectualy un. ivorable traits (immature and narrow-

riinded), and cluster IV coptained the socially unfavorable. traits (inconsiderate,
‘untrustworthy, and cold). The clustering_analysis confirms our earlier interpreta.tionwotf .
dimensions &s social good/bad.and intellectual good/baf, ThEse dimensions are similar co
those;gbt’ained by previous investigators (e.ge, Rosenbecr{g\{ig’(son, & Vivekananthan, 1948),
\ g [ad ' . *
The next step was to-locate indjviduals within the spatial configuration. Reswlts
from the unfolding analvsié for subjects selecting the most self-descriptive. trait are
shown in Figure 2. an obsErved that indﬂwiduals (identified by’stars) were scattered
throu%hout the space. C o : Y-

v L d

' The final analyses concerned the time it took subjects ta'select the trajt in each

" pair that betfer or least described self, A hierarchical multiple regression was

condUcted with choice judgment latgnqy s the dependent variabley and the three distances
separating traits and’self as the ipdependent (predi_otor') variables, Each of .the two .,
judgment -task conditions (best/least) was analyzed separately in a"two step hierarchical
mujtiple regression. The results are shown in Table.l. .o

For sm)jecfs in both'conditions (selecting least of best trait), choice judgment
latency was faster with imcreasing distdnce separating traits (i.e., a symbolic distance
-effect)...For subjects instructed to select the trait that hetter. describad celf, judgment

_latency was faster with decreasing distance ceparatipa s=1f and the selected’ (i.e., the

\.cognitive space. _ . -

.

maore self-descripfive) trait. In congtrast, for subjects instrocted to selectithe trait .
that léast described self, choice judgment latency was fastar with degreasing distance
separating self and the nonselected (but ttill more 2elf-descriptive) traﬁﬁ? o
-~ ’ * ‘ ’ - Y
This pattern of judgment latencies conceptually confirms the findings of Rogers,

" Kuiger, and Rogers (197%), First;a S)\{n’bohc dictance effect was observed, Thatis, the
closer two traits were located to each other, the longer it took subjects make a’ choice |
between{them. S\e;cond. an analog to the congruity effect was observed. In particulary
choige . judgment ,fatencies were a function of the distance from self of the most self- -

. descriptive. tr, in each pair. That is, for subjects selecting the most self-descriptive
trait, judgmient latency was a function of the selected trait’'s distance from \s\elf. '
However, for subjects selecting the least self-descriptive ‘rait, judgment latency was-a
Function(ch th_e nonselected but still more self-descriptive) trait’s distance from celf,

. A ° )
These data provide converging evidence for an interpretation of the self as a fixed
point of internal reference in self-releyant decision making. . These results also provide

further validation of aur model for the representation of self in multidim'éTsional

> . . - -
: - -
[
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